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With the rapid growth of China in the global context, the thirst of learning 
Mandarin as a foreign or second language is on the rise. There are endless 
reasons for people to learn a new language, but the obvious ones are 
instrumental needs and the cultural charm that lies behind the language.  
 
‘Qian li zhi xing, shi yu zu xia’ is a Chinese saying, meaning any long journey 
inevitably starts from the first step one makes. Learning Mandarin as a new 
language is no different from engaging in a long journey as such, and the first 
step in this respect is crucial. One requires a good-enough learning 
companion as it serves as the stepping stone for him or her to explore into the 
fruitful world of Mandarin.  
 
Accordingly, I feel honoured to offer to our fellow readers this book. 
Thematically organized, the bilingual book is presented in simple language, 
clear structure and practical style – simple, clear and practical enough for zero 
beginners at the undergraduate level to study Mandarin as a foreign language. 
All lessons in this book are relatively short and about equal in length, with 
sufficient vocabulary aiming at enriching the study experience of learners. 
Specially tailored to learners who wish to start conversing Mandarin in the 
basic way, the book is intended for a 14-week study.  
 
The textbook draws on the author’s about 10 years of experience teaching 
Mandarin as a foreign language. I am pleased to invite you joining the author 
in this series to open up more possibilities in learning another language.   
 
 
Prof Dr Ambigapathy a/l Pandian 
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With its content presented mainly in the form of common as well as 
contextualised daily conversations, “Kick-start Mandarin (Book 1)” is the first 
of three books in the textbook series specially written for total beginners who 
take up Mandarin proficiency course in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak 
(UNIMAS). The textbook is designed to allow learners 14 weeks of study.    
 
Prior to this publication, most of the content of this book has been in use in 
actual classroom setting for many semesters. After many improvements and 
enhancements, the current book is now published, aimed at serving the 
learners in a better way. Some common features of this book include localised 
content, side-by-side presentation of Chinese characters and hanyu pinyin 
(Romanised Chinese), vocabulary with English translation, vocabulary 
expansion, and section on writing Chinese characters.  
 
What makes this book special is that it has a few more special features, each 
serving different purpose. Firstly, the book has a glossary which enables easy 
look-up of vocabulary and meaning. Secondly, its Chinese characters are 
printed in bigger font size so as to get interested learners focus easily on the 
characters, while not having reading problem as each Chinese character is 
provided with hanyu pinyin. As learners progress, they may opt to gradually 
reduce dependency on hanyu pinyin. Thirdly, the must-know characters of 
each lesson are printed in different shades for easy recognition and revision. 
In addition, each must-know character comes with their formation method to 
facilitate character recognition as well as writing.  
 
It is hoped that this book can come in handy for learners who wish to explore 
the world of Mandarin. Happy learning! 
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How to Use This Textbook 
 
 
Each lesson consists of two major components, iconized by  
     
 
 
        , which means ‘text’, and             , ‘vocabulary’. 
 
Occasionally, the following component will also come in: 
  
 
                  , meaning ‘substitution’ (vocabulary expansion). 
 
 
At the end of every lesson, you will find a section named .  (xi) 
means ‘write’ while  (hànzi) means ‘Chinese characters’. The section of
for Lesson 1 looks like this: 
 
    
    
Characters listed in the section of are the compulsory characters you 
need to be able to recognize, read (without the help of hanyu pinyin), and 
write towards the end of semester. These characters are the characters that 
you will encounter in your PBC0033 final examination.  
 
After each lesson has been taught, students are expected to start writing the 
characters under the section of . Detailed animated stroke-by-stroke 
instruction of the writing of each character is available in the online learning 
platform made available to students of UNIMAS.   
 
It should be note that the textbook is meant to be used alongside with proper 
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Basic Strokes of Chinese Characters 
 
 
Stroke Name Example Way to write 
 
 din  From top to bottom-right. 
 
 héng  From left to right. 
 
 shù  From top to bottom. 
 
 pi  From top to bottom-left. 
 
 nà  From top to bottom-right. 
 




Basic Stroke Order of Chinese Characters 
 
 
Common Rules Example 
Horizontal before vertical 
Downward-left before downward-right 
From top to bottom 
From left to right 
From outside to inside 
Complete inside before sealing 
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       
       
       
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 
 
 	    
      
      ­ 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   


(4) Single structure 
 

      
      
    
 	 
      
      
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Common Classroom Phrases  
 
 
 Let’s start our lesson.  
 Look over here.  
 Read after me. 
 Say after me. 
 Listen to me.  
  Once again. 
  Read it again. 
  Say it again. 
   Next.  
 Take out your textbook. 

 Take out your pronunciation book.  
	 Turn to page ...  
 Understand? 
 Remember?  
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  I don’t know how to say … 
   What’s the meaning of this character? 
 I’ve forgotten.  
 OK! 
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  I don’t know how to say … 
 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The Phonetic System of Mandarin Chinese:  
Hanyu Pinyin 
 
Chinese writing system consists of about 60000 characters ( hànzi), even 
the frequently used characters are about 3500. However in terms of the 
sounds in spoken Mandarin Chinese ( hàny), there are only about 400 
basic syllables.  
 
In order to learn these 400 basic syllables, one of the most common ways is 
through hanyu pinyin. Hanyu pinyin is Mandarin Chinese presented using the 
form of Roman alphabets, so that people can learn to pronounce in the 
language much easily at least in the early stage. In a wider context, Hanyu 
pinyin serves to facilitate the promotion of Mandarin Chinese. It was officially 
announced by the National’s People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of 
China in 1958.  
 
Although presented in the form of Roman alphabets, which can be used 
effectively as a transcription system for Chinese characters, hanyu pinyin 
should not be confused with the conventional spelling of English syllables, be 
it in terms of spelling or pronunciation.  
 




a o e   ü 
ai ao ei ou 
ia iao ie iu 
ua uo uai ui üe
an en ian in 
uan un üan ün 






b p m f 
g k h 
d t n l  
j q x 
zh ch sh r 
z c s  
 
Note: The “i” in the syllables “zhi”, “chi”, “shi”, “ri”, “zi”, “ci”, and “si” is not the 
common final “i”. 
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as the fourth tone yì; if preceded by a fourth or neutral tone, is pronounced 








Mandarin Chinese is a tonal language. It has 4 tones with the addition of 1 
neutral tone. Flipping through any Mandarin Chinese coursebook you will 
almost invariably find the following ‘classic’ example demonstrating the point 
that a syllable read in different tones may express different meanings in the 
language.  
 
















 Hanzi      
Hanyu 
Pinyin 
m má m mà ma 




In Mandarin Chinese, each character is a syllable by itself, which will definitely 
consist of a final. A syllable, however, may or may not have an initial and/or a 
tone.  
 
Chinese syllable = (initial) + final + (tone) 
 
Half third tone 
 
When pronouncing a half third tone, only the first half (the falling part) of the 
tone is articulated. A third-tone syllable becomes a half third tone when it is 
followed by a first, second, fourth or neutral tone syllable. Listen to your 
teacher’s examples.  
 
Modulation of tones  
 
When a third tone is followed by another third tone, the former will be 
pronounced as the second tone. Listen to your teacher’s examples.  
 
The modulation of  bù 
 
The basic tone for  is the fourth tone bù. It changes to the second when it is 
followed by another fourth or neutral tone syllable. Listen to your teacher’s 
examples.  
 
The modulation of  y 
 
The basic tone for  is the first tone y. We use this tone when reading
alone, counting or calling out numbers, or when appears at the end of a 







Unit 1: Daily Expressions (Lesson 1)
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1.  n you (singular) 
2.  ho good; well; fine 
  n ho hello; wish you are well 
3.  ma (a particle used at the end  
   of a question) 
  n ho ma how are you 
4.  hn very 
5.  zo morning  
  zo’n good morning (0700~1100) 
6.  bù no 
  duìbuq sorry 
7.  méi(yu) does not have; do not have 
  méi(yu) gunxi doesn’t matter 
8.  xièxie thank you 
9.  kèqi polite; courteous  
  bú kèqi you’re welcome 
10.  zài again 
  jiàn meet  
  zàijiàn see (you) again; goodbye 
11. 
	 jiùmìng help! 












Unit 1: Daily Expressions (Lesson 1)
















   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
